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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of a whole language

philosophy as compared to a more traditional reading program on

children's reading comprehension scores. Current research indicated the

importance of teachers stating the topic of reading prilr to reading as

well as the importance of students' oral reading ability to assess reading

proficiency. The research consisted of questionnaires and interviews of a

sample of primary grade teachers in one school. The question examined

teachers' individual reading programs and their perceptions of student

reading comprehension. Results showed the importance of precise

reading in increasing overall academic success. Implications of these

findings indicate that there should be a focus in emphasizing accuracy in

reading to provide for success.
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INTRODUCTION

Newspaper articles reveal that students are not succeeding in basic

skills. Reading is the most important skill a child needs to learn in order

to succeed in life. Parents are wondering how their children are learning

to read. As the student population has changed, so have teaching

techniques. There has been a move away from basic instruction to more

of a connected curriculum. This is particularly true in reading instruction

where a philosophy based on seeing language arts as a whole, has

emerged. Students are participating in group activities where they discuss

and share information. However, through this new curriculum, the

question still remains, are the students learning? Are they understanding

what they are learning? It is important for students in primary years to

strengthen their skills, in particular, reading skills, in order to succeed

academically in future school years. This study focuses on the

relationship of the whole language method of teaching to reading

comprehension.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Is there an effect on children's reading comprehension ability, when

teachers structure their instruction based on a whole language philosophy

as compared to a traditional approach to teaching reading, with an

emphasis on skills instruction?
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Whole language is a philosophical approach that includes teaching

strategies which view language as a whole, not in parts, as is traditionally

taught. Reading comprehension is defined as the recall and interpretation

of material read. Primary years, for the purpose of this paper, is limited

to grades one through four.

RATIONALE

Brian Cambourne's Model of Literacy Learning gives some

background on the whole language philosophy. The model consists of

seven terms which are interrelated in regard to reading. The model

emphasizes the importance of engagement or interest in reading the text.

Engagement occurs when the reader is confident and can follow directions

from the teacher (Routman, 1991). It is important for children to repeat

what they have read. This helps students increase their understanding of

reading material. Teachers must allow time for discussion so that

students have the opportunity to learn from each other. One part of the

model refers to "expectation", which is what the learner expects to learn.

Another part, "responsibility", is where the learner makes decisions about

what to learn. "Use" is where the learners take the opportunity to use

what they have learned, and -approximation" is where the learner may

make mistakes in the decision process. "Response" is where the learner is

given feedback. With all of these terms in place, engagement, for the

reader, is increased (Routman, 1991). Reading comprehension most
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likely occurs during use, approximation, and response. During these

stages, the reader is able to take time to think, make mistakes, and

receive feedback.

According to Adams (1990), teachers using basal reader programs

are also using the supplements that are provided with the program. The

rate at which the students progress through one story shows how they will

progress through the program. Phonics takes time, and it is the specific

phonics instruction, used in the classroom, that will teach students to

appreciate what they are reading. The purpose of reading is

comprehension, and the reader needs to be somewhat familiar with a

word in order to fully understand its meaning and relation to the

sentence.

BACKGROUND AND NEED

According to the Report on the Commission on Reading, Becoming a

Nation of Readers, students' prior knowledge has a great effect on the

outcome of the reading. Preparation, in which the teacher gives a brief

discussion on the topic, is the first stage in the comprehension. From

prior knowledge, the students form an idea of what they are about to

read. The second stage is the actual reading process. In this stage, the

reader may be given the opportunity to read aloud. By this example of

reading, the teacher has the chance to check how the reader is

progressing (Anderson, Hiebart, Scott, Wilkinson, 1985).
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Oral reading is a crucial aspect of literacy. When children read

aloud, teachers can correct pronunciation, and can ensure that children

understand what they read. Teachers have the opportunity to ask

comprehension questions. Discussion on the topic may aid in an

understanding of what has been read. Each student is able to give input

and interpretations may be corrected as needed.

Cunningham and Wall (1994) looked at the comprehension skills of

academically gifted high school freshmen. They discovered that giving

students background information on a topic is important before the

reader becomes engaged in reading. Also, when a teacher sets a purpose

for the reading, this strategy helps the reader focus on aspects in the

reading, and helps the reader look for important information to

remember for follow-up discussion. It seems important for any reader to

anticipate what is expected after reading the material.

REVIEW OF THE LI 1ERATURE

Reading is the most important subject in school for young children.

In order to further progress in their education, as well as in life, children

need to know how to read. With knowing how to read, it is important that

children can recall what has been read. A review of the literature

revealed that the following areas were important to this study: the

teacher' s role in whole language, motivation in reading, integration of
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whole language and traditional skills-based approach, and overall student

achievement.

The teacher's role in a whole language classroom is as a "co-learner"

(Routman, 1991). Tile teacher does not completely direct the class,

however learns what works and what does not along with the children. In

reading, the teacher is a role model for the students. According to

Campbell and Scrivens (1995), the teacher's roles are supporter, sharer,

and reader. They found that when the teacher was reading during Silent

Sustained Reading (SSR), there was a high level of reading by the children.

This study looked at the

found that this program

organization and "school

role of teachers during silent reading. They

was successful according to the classroom

ethos" (p. 3). The teachers had the support of

the school to offer twenty minutes a day for silent reading.

Mavrognes (1990) emphasizes the importance of modeling to

children. It is crucial to read to children. This increases interactions as

well as helps the child to understand language and increase lisening and

attention skills. It is important that these aspects are reinforced because

it will increase comprehension and vocabulary as well as aid in academic

success.

Dudley-Marling (1995) stated in his nine principles of the whole

language philosophy that "teachers must practice what they teach"

(p. 110). We know as educators that children rely on us to have the



Reading Comprehension 10

answers but also to be examples to our students. We must show children

that what we say is what we do, and if they see us reading a book, most

likely, they will be motivated to read one as well.

In research done on oral reading instruction, Reutzel, Hollingsworth,

and Eldredge (1991) used two different techniques to study reading

development and comprehension. In oral reading, turn-taking is applied

and attention skills are increased. The two techniques were the Shared

Book Experience (SBE) and the Oral Recitation Lesson (ORL). Even though

the results could not be generalized, there was no difference in

comprehension with either technique. In ORL, each child is given one

passage to read. This way they practice repeatedly. SBE increased

responses to questions asked. This technique is exciting for the children

and keeps their attention focused on the story.

The students have an increased motivation to read if they

understand what they are reading and they receive the feedback necessary

to continue on to a new level. Erpelding (1990) looked at incorporating

the whole language philosophy with the basal reader. Three questions

were addressed. The first question was whether journal writing

would increase students' knowledge of the correct use of language:

capitalization, punctuation, length of sentences, subject -verb use and

length of written work. The second was whether use of sustained silent

reading and reading to the students would increase motivation to read

1 I
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and comprehend of literature. The third asked if whole language would

increase a student's positive attitude toward reading (Erpelding, 1990).

Though the sample group was small, only twenty subjects, student

performance improved one grade level in reading comprehension over

sixteen weeks. Students had a positive attitude toward reading,

improving in areas of punctuation, length of sentence, suject-verb

agreement, and length of written work. They did not improve in their

ability to use capital letters correctly. However, for the purposes of this

study, reading comprehension improved.

Morrow and Smith (1990) studied the effect of group size on

interactive reading. They looked at three different group sizes; whole-

class, small group, and one-on-one. They found that comprehension was

highest with one-on-one; small group is more practical for a classroom

situation. It increases group participation as well as providing individual

attention when necessary.

The whole language method works if many aspects of the philosophy

are in place. Through the whole language philosophy, student

background knowledge is activated and writing becomes more creative. It

is important that the teacher has high enthusiasm for the program,

according to Gee (1995). His study focused on other research of the

effect of whole language philosophy on reading comprehension.

According to the study, whole language instruction resulted in higher
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reading achievement. Although only 21 studies were reviewed, the

information was important.

McDonald and Burris (1995) studied the attitudes of two school

faculties to the change from basic skills to whole language. After two

years of workshops on whole language instruction, all subjects found that

the children retained material when they could experience it and relate it

to what they were learning (McDonald, Burris, 1995). Even though a

small sample was used, results correlated with other research in that

students demonstrated a positive attitude toward reading in a literature-

based reading approach. Everyone showed an increase in confidence in

their work when everyone was supportive of each other.

Hedrick and Cunningham (1995) studied the relationship between

wide reading and listening comprehension of written language. They

found that good listening comprehenders chose to read in their spare

time, instead of doing other activities. High levels of wide reading were

associated with a greater ability to comprehend written language while

listening (Hedrick and Cunningham, 1995). This is important because of

the emphasis p64 on oral reading in whole language classrooms.

Cunningham and Allington (1991) discuss a three stage approach to

helping children with their reading skills, which include reading aloud and

working together. In classrooms where children are learning to read,

teachers who use big books found that they help children follow along as
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a group. By acting out stories, using words from their own sentences, and

pulling apart words into letters with sounds, children build on their

comprehension skills. While they are reading, they are making

connections, and are able to participate in post reading activities.

From the teacher setting a positive role, the students were able to

enjoy increased motivation in reading. From the research, it is essential

that students find enjoyment in the reading because they will be able to

make connections for themselves. A theory behind whole language

philosophy is that children are able to relate to what they are learning.

Students need to learn how to read and understand what they are reading.

The more experience they have with reading, the more they will succeed.

METHODOLOGY

Human Subjects Consideration:

To ensure the protection of the rights of human subjects, this

research study adhered to the ethical standards of the APA (1994).

Subjects were informed of the general nature of this study, the basic

purpose, rights to confidentiality, researcher's availability to answer

questions before, during, and after. Special consent forms were provided

and permission to conduct the study was granted. Names were not used.

Opportunities to learn results of the study were provided. Participants

were informed that they could withdraw at anytime.
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Subjects:

Table 1 shows the results of mean calculations compiled from

demographic questionnaires sent to the teachers.

Table 1

N. 8 female teachers

Teacher Demographics Student Demographics
mean

,

Years of teaching Gender: Female 8 5
experience 1 8 Male 7 2

Years of experience
in present school 7

Experience with
In-Service
Language Arts
Hours

Hours of In-service in:
Basic Skills
Whole Language

3 5

2 2
1 8

Ethnicity: Caucasian 1 5 3

Asian 3

Hispanic 1

Reading Test Scores:
Above average 26
Average 1 2 5

Below Average 6

Eight teachers, all female, from a private school in the North Bay

Area, were sent questionnaires and participated in interviews. The

teachers of grades one through four were selected because they had an

actual reading time scheduled, on a daily basis, in their school day.

Subjects were given a questionnaire regarding demographic information

on students as well as themselves, and specific questions describing their
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reading program. Subjects completed demographic information including

years of experience in teaching as well as in the present school,

experience with in-service education in the langnage arts area and

approximate number of hours of in-service in b,tsic reading strategies and

whole language instruction. The teachers also completed demographic

information on students including number of male and female, ethnicity,

and reading test scores from the previous year.

All teachers had between four and forty years of experience in

teaching and between one and twenty-two years of experience in the

present school. All indicated they had experience with in-service

education in the language arts area. Two teachers indicated more hours

in whole language instruction than basic skills in-service. The other

teachers indicated having more in-service in basic skills instruction. All

teachers had an almost equal number of males and females in the

classroom, mostly Caucasian with two indicating another ethnicity: Asian.

The teachers indicated that reading scores were either above average or

average from the previous year. One teacher indicated that there were

some below average in her classroom.

Materials and Procedures:

The questionnaire consisted of ten statements that the subjects

rated on a scale from one to five. The statements had teachers rate the

importance of comprehending material in a reading program, and the

lb
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importance of different techniques used to demonstrate the ability to

comprehend. Other statements looked at the teachers' perceptions of he

students' increased reading over the course of a year, as well as

presenting material before reading begins.

In the interview, the subjects responded to general questions on

their approach to teaching reading, whether or not they ascribe to a

certain philosophical approach to reading, and their perceptions of the

effect of their approach on children's reading ability, for above average,

average, and below average learners.

RESULTS

Results were collected separately from the questionnaires as well as

the interviews. Questionnaires were examined for commonalities and

themes. Interviews were examined in the same manner. The following

chart shows mean answer scores calculated from the questionnaire data.
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For the questionnaire, most teachers rated five for all the

statements, meaning that they strongly agreed with the statement. All but

one teacher strongly agreed with the first statement, in that basic skills

instruction is necessary in building proficient readers. One teacher

somewhat agreed to the statement. All teachers strongly agreed with the

statement that children should understand that reading and writing are

whole tasks. Most agreed that an important factor in any reading

program is for students to comprehend material successfully.

Most strongly agreed that students should be able to demonstrate

their ability to comprehend orally, as well as writing in a test format and

journal, and participating in group discussions. Two teachers rated

answering questions in a test format as low and two teachers rated writing

in a journal format as low. One teacher rated participating in a group

discussion as higher than the other techniques listed in demonstrating

comprehension.

Teachers either somewhat, or strongly, agreed that students should

rely on each other for support in reading, except for one respondent. All

teachers felt their students showed an increase in reading over the course

of the year and that it was important that students receive information on

a new topic before reading begins.

For the interviews, many common themes arose. No teachers

assigned a name to their approach to teaching language arts. The main
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ideas for these teachers is to teach their students to become proficient

readers, through integrating the curriculum and by building "enthusiasm

and confidence". For the teachers that actually use journals, they feel it is

important to have the students write about their own lives, because they

become more enthusiastic learners. One teacher emphasized the

importance of teaching phonics. While several of the students did not

learn to read in first grade, teachers felt it necessary to push the

traditional approach in second grade in order for the students to succeed.

Starting in third grade, the students have a separate time period for

English. During this time they learn grammar. There is always a writing

assignment to follow up the lesson. This is used as assessment for

understanding. There is an emphasis in all grades on writing, even in the

first couple of years as soon as sounds are learned.

While different classes are using the same program in reading, there

is a logical progression for the students. Every teacher emphasized that

weekly spelling tests are given. The teachers try to use writing in all

curriculum areas. In the first two years, much time is spent on learning

sounds, with follow up in the Skillpack part of the program. Skillpack is a

workbook that emphasizes lessons learned in the reading lesson with the

reader. One teacher takes weekly spelling words out of the novel the

students are reading, and has the students write their own news article
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about the reading. All teachers stressed the importance of following a

program, because of the progression throughout the year.

Teachers found that students knew the answers to more

comprehension questions if they were reading something they enjoyed or

could relate to their life. While some of the basal readers provided

comprehension questions, others did not and the teacher added them to

the program. There is an importance to reviewing vocabulary before

reading begins. Teachers used similar types of questions in reading

comprehension. They begin with factual and detail questions about the

story, and move into main concepts and more inferential questions. One

teacher found that the class was low in factual and detail, where they were

"fine" in main ideas. With below average readers, teachers found that

working one-on-one with the student increased ability to focus on the

reading and ultimately work independently to complete a written

assignment or move completely from individual help. All teachers

emphasized the importance of reading aloud both by teachers and

students. For even average learners, they agreed that students need to

organize thoughts and write them down on paper.

Overall, teachers seemed positive about their programs and did not

offer much information on desire to change, or add. For those who did, it

was mainly about the basal readers. They found that students are hesitant

to returning to the basal after reading a novel or some reading outside of
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the basal. One teacher stressed how the English books were "boring" to

both the students and the teacher. She feels that the students do not use

the thought process because the instructions are so basic. Another

teacher added that they should "update the reader". One advantage is

that she knows the difficult pages for the previous years' students and is

able to point them out to the present class. One teacher added that she

enjoyed having four novels throughout the year for her students. She has

received much positive feedback from her students.

All teachers feel they need more time. One teacher found that much

of her time is spent on phonics and working with students to learn the

sounds. She would like more time for writing projects and to be able to

use literature around themes in the classroom. Some found that drama

was an important part. because the students "have fun" with what they

read.

All teachers emphasized the need for more time with their students.

In a private school, where outside, or specialty, teachers are brought in,

the students do not have as much time in the ciassroom. This can be seen

as both beneficial and non-beneficial. For the teachers, they have more

things to plan and teach in less time. While most spend much of the time

on reading and writing, there is much that they are not covering. While

many students may need more individual help, they may not have enough

time to increase success in certain areas. On the other hand, the students
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are able to enjoy extra classes in art and music that other schools may not

provide or have resources for.

Every teacher emphasized the importance of the enthusiasm of

students as well as teachers. The entire school participates in silent

reading every day. During this time the teachers are reading. They

agreed they needed to be doing something with reading instead of using

the time to correct papers and doing other work. One teacher uses

Sustained Silent Reading to accept oral book reports. This way, she. is able

to assess what the students are reading, and their understanding of what

was read. She has noticed that because the boys are reading more factual

types of books, they have a "greater general knowledge" about things than

the girls who read more fantasy books.

One teacher stated that if she shows excitement about a book then

the students will have a positive attitude from the beginning and enjoy it

more. If they do not undei stand something about the story, because of a

different time period, some teachers bring in pictures and discuss how

things used to be. This way the students are able to relate to the story

more, and have a better understanding of the ideas. With time, one

teacher mentioned that she would like her students to publish their

writing and be able to share more of their ideas with the class.

One teacher, as mentioned in the results, has several students that

did not learn to read early on in school. While these students have
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diagnosed learning difficulties, she has found that one-on-one help has

increased their ability to understand and read words correctly. In a

school where classes are kept small, no more than twenty students in a

room, teachers are able to focus on certain students that need the extra

assistance. One teacher added that she would like to have a full-time

aide, so she would be able to do more small group activities, and take

individual children who need the help. Fortunately, the school enjoys a

great parent participation in the classrooms. Full-time aides will most

likely not be added to the programs, however, the parents are happy to

help and enjoy seeing what their children are learning.

DISCUSSION

Any research on students' skills should also include a discussion on

assessment of ability. For this particular research, it is necessary to assess

students' reading comprehension abilities. Teachers must assess the

performance of below average students to understand why they ai e not

improving in reading comprehension. Once again, assessment takes time,

however it is an educator's responsibility to provide the level of help

necessary to build on their foundation of reading skills.

There seems to be a need for balance between reading

comprehension and listening comprehension. Students need to increase

attention to what they are reading and hearing. Materials must be used so

the students can relate to and show interest in what they are learning, in

4
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order for them to increase their attention span during reading. It may be

possible to have the students choose what they read, within limits. This

way they will enjoy the reading and be able to understand and

comprehend the information.

It is also necessary to update readers and other sources of

information that students are receiving in the classroom. If they are

finding the lessons monotonous, they will not be motivated to learn about

the material. Many textbooks do not allow students the opportunity to

use their thought processes. Therefore, books should offer questions that

give the students a chance to think.

When emphasizing reading comprehension, the teacher must

encourage quality work from the students. Many students show poor

abilities because they feel they should do their work quickly. Each person

works at a different pace and it may take some a bit more time to finish

an assignment than others. They must slow their pace in order to

understand what they are reading. This way, they will grasp what they are

reading, they will be reading accurately, and they will be using their

thought processes more than if they rushed to finish.

One of the obvious limitations of this study is the number of

subjects. Results cannot be generalized because of the small number.

Even though all teachers had agreement in most areas of the study, results

can diff r with an added sample of teachers from a different school,
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public or private. Results coincided with previous research in relation to

enthusiasm of the teacher and the students, as well as the practice of

discussing a topic before reading begins.

From a school that has moved from a traditional skills approach to

more of an integrated language arts program, teachers seem happy with

their programs in their classrooms, as well as their students'

achievements. While some teachers mentioned that they would like to use

more of a whole language approach with literature, it seems they are

moving in that direction and the results are positive.

It is important that teachers emphasize the ability to read

accurately, to their students. This may mean discussing the reading

before the lesson begins and offering suggestions to the students of what

to look for in the reading. Students need to build on each learning

experience in order to achieve in future years of education. If they

understand something early on, they can use it at a future time in their

life.

2ti
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APPENDIX

QUESTIONNAIRE

Please complete the following:

Demographic information on teacher:

Female Male
Years of experience in teaching

__Years of experience in present school
Experience with in-service education in the language arts area

Approximate number of hours of in-service in:
basic reading strategies
whole language instruction

Demographic information on students:
(Indicate number of students in each category)

Female Male

Ethnicity:
Caucasian African-American Hispanic
Native-American Other

Reading Test Scores (last year)
above average average below average
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Please read each statement and mark the scale from 1 to 5, 1 indicating
strongly disagree, 2 somewhat disagree, 3 no opinion, 4 somewhat agree,
5 strongly agree.

1. I believe that basic skills instruction is necessary in building proficient
readers.

1 2 3 4 5

2. It is important that children understand that reading and writing are
whole tasks, not just the individual skills of sounding out words, spelling,
learning parts of a sentence, etc.

1 2 3 4 5

3. An important factor in any reading program is for students to
comprehend material successfully.

1 2 3 4 5

4. Students should be able to demonstrate their ability to comprehend
reading material by:
answering questions orally

1 2 3 4 5

answering questions in writing in a test format
1 2 3 4 5

answering questions in writing in a journal format
1 2 3 4 5

participating in a group discussion about the reading
1 2 3 4 5

5. An important aspect of a reading program is that students rely on each
other for support in reading as well as the teacher.

1 2 3 4 5

6. Students show an increase in reading over the course of the school
year.

1 2 3 4 5

7. It is important that information on a new topic be given before reading
begins.

1 2 3 4 5
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